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In mid-November, the UN Development Program (UNDP) and the Spanish government organized
a novel conference on governability in Central America that focused on reforms in the region's
judicial systems and security apparatus. The conference forms part of a four-year, UNDP-sponsored
program to strengthen democratic institutions and stabilize the region's fledgling peace process.
However, conference participants, which included three former Central American presidents,
warned that, unless a concerted effort is made to alleviate poverty and reduce the disparity between
rich and poor, the violent conflicts that gripped the region during the 1980s could flare up again. Ten
years after the Esquipulas peace process was set in motion in Central America, the only remaining
civil war in the region is about to end, with the Guatemalan government and guerrillas expected to
sign a final peace accord on Dec. 29 (see NotiSur, 11/15/96).
Although a wide array of domestic and international factors contributed to the success of the
regional peace process, the crux of the strategy that brought an end to armed conflict is consensus
that fundamental democratic reforms and respect for the rule of law are essential for social and
political stability in the long term. As a result, nearly all the Central American countries are carrying
out profound reforms to reconstruct and fortify democratic institutions, with an emphasis on respect
for fundamental human rights, civilian control of government, and democratic participation in
political processes.
Nevertheless, despite varying degrees of progress in all the countries, government institutions
particularly the judicial systems and security apparatus throughout the region remain extremely
inefficient and are often crippled by corruption and negligence. Consequently, in December
1995 the Central American presidents signed a treaty Tratado de Seguridad Democratica en
Centroamerica committing the regional governments to work together to reinforce democratic
security structures. As part of that initiative, the UNDP and the Spanish government are
now sponsoring a four-year, US$60 million project, the Programa de Gobernabilidad para
Centroamerica, to fortify democratic institutions. In mid-November, the UNDP and the Agencia
Espanola de Cooperacion Internacional (AECI) organized their first regional conference on
governability in Tegucigalpa Conferencia Hispano-Centroamericana sobre Justicia y Seguridad
Ciudadana.
Among the participants were three ex-presidents: Ramiro de Leon Carpio from Guatemala, Alfredo
Cristiani from El Salvador, and Rodrigo Carazo Odio from Costa Rica. In addition, top-level judicial
and security officials from Spain and all the Central American countries, plus influential academics
and high-level UN officials, attended. "Fifteen or twenty years ago this conference never would
have focused on justice and the security of citizens because coups d'etat, dictatorships, electoral
fraud, and fundamental human rights violations prevailed as state policy in Central America," said
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de Leon Carpio in his speech at the conference. "The region has now achieved peace, and there is
democracy. Nevertheless, many widespread injustices still must be addressed."
Like Carpio, many conference participants warned that the region's precarious peace must be
consolidated through institutional reform and modernization. "We must strengthen our judicial
systems to fortify democracy and the rule of law," said Honduran Interior Minister Efrain Moncada
Silva. "That is the challenge facing our countries. Unless we attack the lack of functional justice in
the region, we are at real risk of sinking into ungovernability." Indeed, crime rates, especially for
violent crime, remain alarming in all the Central American countries, and human rights violations
are still widespread.
Moreover, organized crime organizations are rapidly forming regional operations, especially in drug
trafficking and car theft, which, in turn, reinforce corruption and the inefficiency of state institutions
as the mafias imbed themselves deeper in government structures. "It's as if criminals have achieved
a higher level of integration in Central America than government institutions," said Jose Moncada,
president of the Honduran Chamber of Insurance Companies.
During the conference, the UNDP and Spain's Instituto de Cooperacion Iberoamericana (ICI)
unveiled their plan to reinforce governability in Central America. The program will emphasize four
broad areas: improvement in judicial processes; fortification of citizen security; decentralization of
the state and increased civic participation; and more equitable and efficient taxation.
Regarding judicial and security programs, the UNDP and ICI consulted authorities to determine
the particular needs of each nation. As a result, the program will emphasize regionwide training
of judges and security personnel, including the creation of a new Instituto Superior de Educacion
Policial, to be housed in San Salvador but with rotating directors from all the isthmian countries. In
addition, the program will provide training for each nation that focuses on its individual needs.
In El Salvador, the project will aim to strengthen the public-defense system and broaden access for
low-income groups.
In Guatemala, the emphasis is on fortifying civilian police and public defense, while providing
technical support for judges. In Costa Rica and Panama, the program will also stress training for
judges and public prosecutors, but a special effort will be made to modernize and "humanize" the
prison system, especially in Panama.
In Nicaragua, the plan calls for modernization of penal laws and improvement of forensic
laboratories. And in Honduras, the program will assist with the transfer of the police force from
military to civilian administration. It will also work to modernize the Ministry of the Interior and the
Supreme Court, with emphasis on reducing the number of accused criminals who are in jail but still
awaiting trial.
The UNDP and ICI will also encourage greater multinational cooperation among government
branches, such as efforts by legislatures to harmonize and unify their penal codes and laws
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whenever possible. In one important step in that direction, the heads of the legislatures in all the
Central American nations have formed the Foro de Los Presidentes de los Poderes Legislativos
de Centroamerica, which meets periodically to review legislative processes and strengthen links.
At the forum's third conference in San Salvador in early November, participants signed an accord
to promote "fair and just" laws in their respective legislatures to crack down on crime, fortify
judicial systems, and modernize criminal legislation. Nevertheless, despite the effort to strengthen
democratic institutions, most participants at the UNDP-AECI conference stressed that the political
reforms underway will not succeed in stabilizing the region's incipient democracies unless they are
accompanied by a sustained effort to alleviate poverty and reduce the extremes between rich and
poor.
According to official estimates, nearly 70% of the region's 32 million inhabitants live below the
poverty line, a rate much higher than in most other Latin American countries. According to the
UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), five of the nine countries in the hemisphere with
the highest incidence of malnutrition are in Central America: El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Nicaragua, and Panama. And according to the UNDP, Guatemala and Panama, together with Brazil,
are among the countries with the largest gap between rich and poor. In Panama, for example, 40%
of the population receives just 8% of the country's income, while the richest 20% receives 49% of the
wealth.
"Currently, 'formal peace' exists in Central America, but the root causes for the civil wars of the
past decade are still painfully present," said de Leon Carpio. "We must resolve the socioeconomic
problems that gave rise to war ten years ago. If before people were dying because of bombs, now
they are dying because of hunger, malnutrition, and disease. There's not much difference between
then and now in that respect."
Most conference participants agreed that the violent conflicts of the past could flare up again
unless state economic policies do much more to equitably distribute the fruits of economic growth.
"International financial organizations are imposing structural adjustment models on poor countries
that are greatly worsening the living conditions of local populations, creating an economic apartheid
between rich and poor," said former Costa Rican president Carazo. "This apartheid is based on
a dual economy: the macroeconomic reality reflected in official reports and the microeconomic
reality suffered by the region's poor majority. As we head toward the end of the century, we are
also rapidly heading toward the end of people's patience with the current state of affairs." [Sources:
Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 11/10/96; Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 11/10/96, 11/11/96; Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 09/06/96, 11/12-14/96, 11/21/96; Reuter,
11/21/96; Inter Press Service, 08/31/96, 09/20/96, 11/11/96, 11/14/96, 11/15/96, 11/22/96; El Tiempo
(Honduras), 11/12/96, 11/26/96]
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